
Celebrating Our Team Members—Dental Hygienists!   
Editor’s Note:  In celebration of National Dental Hygiene Month in October, the Illinois Dental 
News is pleased to hear from some very special members of the dental team who are actively 
involved in ISDS—the dental hygienist. 
 
When Tami Wanless was 15, a dentist she babysat for asked if she would be interested in 
helping around the office. That chance opportunity led to a 36-year career as a dental hygienist. 
 
“I have treated some patients since they were infants and now treat their children,” she said. “I 
have families that have moved away and still come from other states to get their teeth cleaned. 
Having that kind of loyalty is inspirational and helps support great patient care since I have a full 
background of their medical and family histories. 
 
In honor of National Dental Hygiene Month, ISDS has asked some of the leading practitioners 
and educators in Illinois to share their stories. 
 
Ms. Wanless found her passion in clinical hygiene. Her 23-year teaching career has taken her to 
the top dental hygiene programs in the state: College of DuPage, College of Lake County and 
Harper College. The profession inspired her entrepreneurial spirit as well and in 2001 she 
opened a dental instrument sharpening business in response to a need she saw in the 
profession. After growing the business nationwide, she eventually sold it and took a job as the 
manager of education for Hu-Friedy, an international dental equipment manufacturer. 
 
Through her position with Hu-Friedy, Ms. Wanless was part of a team that introduced a dental 
hygiene program in China, a profession that didn’t really exist in the country until 2017. She 
helped to develop and deliver a curriculum, and her work was instrumental in a Chinese 
periodontist’s textbook on dental hygiene techniques. 
 
“One morning, while in Beijing, I woke up early before going to the university and climbed the 
Great Wall of China,” she said. “As I took a deep breath at the historic site, I exhaled gratitude 
for all the things in my career that got me there.” 
 
In addition to establishing a stellar career, Ms. Wanless was instrumental in getting dental 
hygienists involved with organized dentistry. 
 
“ISDS was one of the first organizations to have two voting hygiene members in their House of 
Delegates and I was fortunate to be one of them, an honor I took very seriously,” she said. “The 
leadership truly forged a harmonious relationship between the two professions. Dr. Tom Sullivan 
was the president at that time and it was a pleasure to see how much the hygiene voice 
mattered in decision making.”  Ms. Wanless recently joined the Board of Directors of the ISDS 
Foundation and presently serves on the Communications Committee of the Society. 
 
Jennifer Bereckis, the executive director for Clinical Operations at UIC College of Dentistry, has 
been a dental hygienist for 18 years—although she didn’t intend to make a career of it. She 
originally pursued dental hygiene as a way to pay for college, but after earning her degree, 
Jennifer knew she had found her calling. 
 “I quickly sought a job teaching in Kennedy King’s hygiene program and really developed my 
passion for dentistry and teaching,” she said. “I continued a balance of teaching and private 
practice for three years before accepting a full-time position at UIC College of Dentistry. 
 



Although her job is challenging and the work day is usually full, they’re never boring.  
 
“No two days are ever the same for me. I love that a career in hygiene provides many options. 
Hygienists can work private practice, be part of larger dental groups, be sales reps, teach, work 
in public health, or work administratively in various organizations.” 
 
To give back to the profession that means so much to her, Jennifer serves as chair of the ISDS 
Dental Education Committee and recently joined the House of Delegates. It is important to her 
that hygienists have a voice in organized dentistry, given the crucial role they play in providing 
oral healthcare. 
 
“Both the dental and hygiene profession have the same core values to serve the patient and we 
need to stand together to serve the public,” she said. “I feel we sometimes can lose sight that 
both professions have the same goal, which is the best interests of the patient. I believe that, 
united, we can accomplish so much more.” 
 
Nikki Carls chose a career in dental hygiene because of the variety of places to practice, the 
ability to balance the responsibilities of being a mom and, unlike other healthcare professions, 
not being required to work in the evening or on weekends and holidays. After 28 years, she’s 
never gotten tired of her job. 
 
“I was in private practice for 21 years and I’ve been in public health, with Miles of Smiles for the 
last seven years, as an RDH and doing public relations,” she says. “I absolutely love it.  We’re 
the best school-based program in the state of Illinois. I get to work with kids every day, and I 
love it.” 
 
While the paperwork can sometimes become overwhelming, Ms. Carls says that working with 
educators, school nurses and students has proven rewarding beyond measure.  
 
Ms. Carls is also involved with organized dentistry, serving on ISDS’ Allied Dental Personnel 
Committee. She greatly appreciated the support her profession receives from the society. 
 
“I can text or e-mail ISDS staff, and they are quick to reply with the perfect response. Boom! 
Question answered, problem solved.” 
 

 

 


